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POSITIVISM AND CONSTRUCTIVISM: TWO OPPOSITE BUT RECONCILABLE 
PARADIGMS IN CROSS-CULTURAL MANAGEMENT RESEARCH 
 
 
 
          Abstract 
Cross-cultural research is marked by adopting one of two dominant 
epistemological paradigms: positivism or constructivism. By discussing 
strengths/weaknesses inherent in each paradigm, this paper argues that rather than 
contradictory and incommensurable; positivism and constructivism can be 
considered complementary epistemological orientations which correspond to two 
conceptual levels of culture. Therefore, it is proposed that rapprochement of two 
approaches is useful in acquiring a more profound understanding of cultural 
phenomena in the area of organizational research. 
 
 
Introduction 
Over the last decades organizational sciences have witnessed an increasing interest in cross-
cultural studies. In the same way, the need for more robust cultural research has motivated many 
scholars to scrutinize and develop methodological techniques (Bhagat and McQuaid, 1982; 
Sekaran, 1983; Nasif et al. 1991; Tayeb 1994, 2001; Cavusgil and Das, 1997). However, the 
epistemological issues underlying cross-cultural research have not received enough attention. It is 
recognized that epistemological orientations determine methodological approaches; therefore, 
discussing epistemology can provide us with better understanding of created knowledge, its 
sources and its limitations. Moreover, awareness of epistemological issues can be useful in 
analyzing research drawbacks. Difficulties encountered in cross-cultural research are various in 
nature and they may transcend methodological boundaries. While some of these problems are 
identified solely as methodological issues, some others may be considered as problems related to 
epistemological positions.  
 
By recognizing the importance of epistemology and its effects on research process, this paper 
aims to discuss two major epistemological paradigms and their strengths/weaknesses in 
investigating a complex concept such as culture. By analyzing their particularities, it is argued 
that rather than contradictory and incommensurable, positivism and constructivism can be 
considered as complementary orientations which correspond to two conceptual levels of culture. 
Therefore, rapprochement and combination of these orientations can be useful in acquiring a 
more profound understanding of cultural phenomena in the area of organizational science. 
 
 
Epistemological Positions 
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Every research hinges on some implicit or explicit ontological and epistemological foundations. 
While ontology is concerned with existence of objects, epistemology or theory of knowledge is 
related to nature, sources and limits of scientific knowledge.  Epistemological orientations shape 
and determine our particular view of the world and of reality. They also provide us as researchers 
with guiding principles upon which we may found our research methodologies (Guba and 
Lincoln, 1985). They permit us to develop questions, design the study, adopt appropriate research 
strategies, conduct the research and finally draw conclusions. Therefore, epistemological 
positions are in close relation with methodological procedures. Epistemological positions 
especially in the area of social science cover a wide range of issues. Despite this diversity, an 
examination of literature reveals that cross-cultural researches have been dominated by two 
paradigms: positivism and constructivism.  
 
 
Realism and Positivistic Approach 
Realism and idealism are two major philosophical perspectives corresponding to positivism and 
constructivism. Realism advocates the thesis of the real existence of objects which are known in 
experience. Realism itself can be viewed at two levels: ontological and epistemological. 
Ontological realism implies that there is an external reality which does not depend upon cognitive 
structures of human investigators. However, epistemological realism assumes that the external 
reality is cognitively accessible to researcher (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). Generally, 
epistemological realism leads to positivistic approach. Positivism can be attributed to a wide 
range of orientations and it has been subject to many transformations. Despite all varieties, it is 
possible to distinguish some tenets which are common among all positivistic approaches. Delanty 
(1997) distinguished positivism by five major tenets: unity of sciences, naturalism or 
phenomenalism, empiricism, value freedom and instrumental knowledge.  
Unity of sciences holds that there is no essential difference between the methods of social and 
natural sciences. Influenced by triumph of natural science, the proponents of the positivistic 
approach insist on methodological unity of all sciences and deny fundamental differences 
between natural and social sciences. As a result, natural science is taken as model for social 
science. Naturalism or phenomenalism entails the unity in the subject matter of science. Thus, 
science is considered as the study of reality which is external to science itself. This reality can be 
reduced to observable units or naturalistic phenomena (Delanty, 1997). Empiricism asserts that 
the foundation of science is observation and knowledge is based on what is given positively to 
experience. This empiricism holds that knowledge should be subject to observation and 
verification. Other tenet of positivism is considered as ``value freedom``. This implies a dualism 
of facts and values. In other words, science is a neutral activity which is free of social and ethical 
issues. And finally, the positivistic approach emphasizes the instrumental character of knowledge 
and its usefulness. In its radical form, positivists may maintain that the truth of a certain assertion 
consists in its utility for action (Ajdukiewicz, 1973). 
 
Review of literature shows that much of cultural/organizational researches are based on a realist 
perspective both at ontological and epistemological levels. Based on realist perspective culture is 
considered as an existing and real system of beliefs and values. According to Schein (1985) 
culture of a group can be defined as: “a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned 
as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 
perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” (Schein, 1985). In the same vein, Hofstede 
(1980) viewed culture as "the collective programming of the mind, which distinguishes the 
members of one group or category from another".  
These definitions are considered typical examples of realist ontology. This realist understanding 
of culture leads to an analytical/positivistic approach. The researchers perceive culture as a 
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tangible reality with deterministic relations among its constituent parts (Arbnor and Bjerke, 
19997). The goal of analytical research is to explain (erklären) objective reality as fully as 
possible, and most of time it is supposed that there is only one possible answer to research 
question.  Positivistic approach recognizes that culture as an objective phenomenon can be 
accurately measured, observed and investigated. Therefore, researchers are inclined to objective 
measurement of culture, through the use of questionnaires, surveys and mathematical tools of 
analysis. For example, in Hofstede’s studies, cultures are static points on bipolar axes which can 
be measured by interval scales (Hofstede, 1980). 
 
 
Evaluation of Positivism in Cross-cultural Research 
Despite their popularity, realism and positivism have been both subject to extensive criticism. At 
the ontological level, realism has been criticized, because of assuming that reality may exist 
independent of our senses. This criticism has come from idealists, constructionists, relativists and 
post-modernists. From an idealist standpoint, there is no reality independent and out there. The 
constructionists maintain that no pure data exists, and all data are mediated by our sensory and 
cognitive structures and the relativists reject the idea of certainty and absolute knowledge. 
According to relativists the knowledge of an external reality is possible, albeit this knowledge 
(even in natural science) is always uncertain, fallible and refutable (Popper, 1959). 
 
With respect to culture, the extent to which positivistic research can be used to examine a 
complex concept such as culture has been questioned by many researchers. The positivistic 
approach emphasizes the importance of generalizations and universal laws, however, cross-
cultural researches based on this approach have established quite a few generalizations. Most 
importantly, these generalizations are neither general nor exact as those in natural sciences. 
Among so many cross-cultural researches, we knew few that can provide us with clear, exact and 
reliable generalizations. 
The positivistic approach derived from realism upholds the notion of causality and explanation 
via appeal to universal laws (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1992). Causal relations can be 
deterministic or stochastic. While deterministic relations lead necessarily to the effects (they are 
both necessary and sufficient conditions), the stochastic causal relations do not necessarily lead to 
effects. In other words, the stochastic causes may be necessary, but they are not sufficient. If we 
believe in an objective and independent reality, we may calculate statistically average 
descriptions. However, in order to achieve an acceptable explanation of certain effects, a 
sufficient number of causes are required. In this way, the explanation of the reality takes the form 
of causal relations and the reality is assumed to be constructed of summative components (Arbnor 
and Bjerke, 19997). The concept of causality is by no means clear. Generally, by the cause of a 
given phenomenon we mean the factor which brings about this phenomenon. The cause of a 
given phenomenon has been described as that after which a given phenomenon must necessarily 
follow. But, how shall we recognize whether phenomenon ``A`` simply follows phenomenon 
``B`` or whether phenomenon ``A`` had necessarily to follow phenomenon ``B``?  
 
The fact that most of cross-cultural researches are based on a study of observed variables and 
focus to find causal relations may have important implications for managerial practices. The 
deterministic causal relations can negate the role of management (Child, 1972). If there are 
deterministic relations between some variables, how the role of management in changing 
organizations can be explained? Viewing this issue from another perspective, Donaldson (1972) 
argues that choice and determinism are compatible because the choices made by actors are shaped 
by situational imperatives. In line with this idea, it is argued that a better understanding of 
deterministic relations can be useful in choosing conditions that are favorable to organization. 
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Since culture is a very complicated and fuzzy concept, the researchers adopting a 
positivistic/analytical approach try to choose for parsimonious models utilizing as few variables 
as possible, with the variables being of an objective kind. Moreover, by operationalization, they 
try to reduce complex concepts such as culture to concrete indicators. For instance, Kogut and 
Singh (1988) developed a mathematical measure ``cultural distance`` (CD) as a composite index 
based on the deviation from each of four Hofstede's national culture scales: power distance, 
uncertainty avoidance, masculinity/femininity, and individualism. This index (CD) is intended to 
be a standardized measure of cultural differences; however, it is an oversimplification of culture 
and implies many biases (Shenkar, 2001). Of course, these parsimonious and highly 
operationalized measures may facilitate the research design, but at the same time they may distort 
the concepts and reliability of results.  
 
Researchers adopting positivistic approach hope to find cause-and-effect relations by 
incorporating only a few operationalized variables. However, by trying to increase the internal 
validity of the research (whether or not what has been identified as the cause produces the effect), 
they may sacrifice the external validity (the extent to which the research findings can be 
extrapolated to other cases). Since much of these researches are looking for supposed narrow 
causal relationships, they focus only on very limited aspects of cultural phenomena and they 
neglect an in-depth understanding. 
This character of positivistic approach renders cultural research a process of hypothesis testing 
rather than understanding and explaining (Earley and Singh, 1995). It is suggested that 
positivistic approach severely narrows the concept of culture and drives it toward superficial 
correlations. This approach has rendered culture ahistorical, linguistically naïve and 
psychologically unaware (Arbnor and Bjerke, 19997). Some scholars assert that the positivistic 
research can be employed to produce meaningful quantitative measures, but the nature of culture 
renders its understanding through these techniques very difficult to achieve (Von Krogh and 
Roos, 1995). It should be mentioned that culture cannot be described solely in terms of 
mathematical language since ``the common rules of statistical procedures are themselves a 
culture, with all the biases of their origins`` (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 1994).  
 
 
Despite all the criticism, the studies adopting a positivistic approach had considerable 
contributions to cross-cultural management research. The literature provides us with numerous 
examples of such studies. The proponents of positivistic approach maintain that much of criticism 
directed to this approach are due to poor research methods, and therefore more sophisticated 
statistical techniques should be developed (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). That is, the problems 
encountered in positivistic researches are due to undeveloped methods and as more complicated 
methods are introduced, the research will be improved. Furthermore, it is argued that 
operationalization and reductionism seen in positivistic approach may be useful in simplifying 
and explaining an abstract and fuzzy concept like culture. Most of positivistic studies are 
characterized by rigor and internal validity and intelligible results. Since the results are relatively 
context-free they may be replicated to similar cases. The predictability enhances the practical 
value of such researches. The capacity of prediction is in line with instrumentalist perspective of 
knowledge creation. According to instrumentalist perspective that dominates the knowledge 
creation of modern world, the value of knowledge is equal to its practical use. That is, more the 
knowledge is practical, more it is valuable. Therefore, many studies in the area of organizational 
sciences take an instrumental position and treat culture as something to be studied and exploited. 
This can explain why the aim of many researchers is to discover narrow cause-effect relationships 
and generalizable law-like solutions that permit to predict cultural implications. 
The predictability and practicality may bring more support for further positivistic research. Since 
these studies create practical, hard and context-free knowledge, they are more likely to receive 
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attention and financial support from both scholars and practitioners. It is widely accepted that 
studies adopting a positivistic/quantitative approach have more chances to be published in highly-
ranked management journals especially in USA (Johnson and Duberley, 2000).  
 
Idealism and Social Constructivist Perspective 
By contrast to realists, the idealists maintain the world which we recognize as real is not a true 
reality independent of our minds but it is only a construction of these minds. Hence, we are not 
capable of knowing a world that exists but are doomed to constant confinement to our own 
constructions. Kant admitted that the objects with which we deal in experience are not 
independent of the mind but are created by it. According to Kant, the process of perception does 
not consist only in passive reception of a reality independent of us, but it is a creative process in 
which our minds produce those objects. Based on this view, the reality has a structure which can 
be known, but this external structure is imposed by the internal forms of our mind (Delanty, 
1997). In other words, constructivism does not hold that reality is necessarily a creation of mind, 
but recognizes that it can be known only by our cognitive structures. This position may not deny 
the existence of external reality, but maintains that this reality is mediated by our cognitive 
system.  
  
Social constructivism views reality as a social construction which cannot be independent of its 
observers and players. The objectivity is created by people and can therefore be changed by them. 
Furthermore, the objective (or objectified) reality and its meaning influence in turn the people 
who contribute to create them (Arbnor and Bjerke, 19997). Based on this view, there are 
reciprocal and dialectical relations between the realities and people who create them. Dialectics is 
originally, the study of the inherent contradictions in phenomena. Based on Hegelian dialectics, 
everything contains its own negation. Dialectical theory offers an explanation of the processes 
involved in the production, reproduction and destruction of phenomena. Constructivists maintain 
that social reality is not something outside the discourse of science but is partly constituted by 
science through a dialectical relationship. According to Husserl, we are attracted by surrounding 
objects through our senses, and our senses make it possible to perceive them.  In this regard, 
Husserl introduced the concept of intentionality for referring to our ability to create our 
environment. Intentionality implies that via our purposeful consciousness and by using our senses 
we mold objects according to our purposes (Arbnor and Bjerke, 19997). Building upon Husserl’s 
phenomenology, which privileges human experience over detached objectivism, Schutz (1970) 
proposes that an adequate social theory depends upon the use of the common sense methods 
which human beings use to make sense of their social world. In other words, the research should 
be concerned with the every day experiences of research subjects and how they construct their 
social world via shared meanings. 
Social constructivism holds that all forms of knowledge are context-bound and socially 
constructed (Guba and Lincoln, 1985). Therefore, understanding will never appear as objective 
knowledge in the shape of statistical regularities and law-like generalizations because every case 
in the socio-cultural world is unique and cannot be subordinated to quantitative rules. This is in 
line with hermeneutic tradition which maintains that natural science methods are essentially 
unsuitable in social science domains (Arbnor and Bjerke, 19997). They assert that the nature of 
social reality is too complicated to be understood by simple and realistic observation.  
 
The difference between positivistic and constructivist perspectives is more than divergence in 
methods being used to create knowledge. The very essential difference between two paradigms 
can be considered as their objectives in creating knowledge. While the positivists envisage 
explaining the phenomena (erklären) through analytical approach, the hermeneutics aim to 
understand them (verstehen). The explanation (erklären) and understanding (verstehen) may have 
some blurred boundaries, but they have substantive differences. To explain (erklären) is to 
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present general relations among characteristics, behaviors or both (Arbnor and Bjerke, 19997). 
By contrast, understanding (verstehen) is interpretative understanding of the meaning of actions 
through some form of contact with actors. In other words, explanation (erklären) is to provide a 
deterministic account of external causal variables which shed light on observed behaviors 
(Johnson and Duberley, 2000).  
 
 
Evaluation of Constructivism in Cross-cultural Research 
Based on constructivist perspective, culture can be considered as an ongoing interpretation 
process constituted through a dialectical relationship. Therefore, rather than stable structures of 
values and beliefs cultures are evolving through social interaction. Social constructivist 
perspective focuses especially on the actors’ interpretations or constructions of cultures. Max 
Weber (1949) suggests that man is an ``animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has 
spun``. This view entails that cultures can be taken as these webs of significance created by man 
and in which he is suspended. Viewing culture as mental construction of a society implies a 
hermeneutic approach for investigating culture rather than using standardized measures. In this 
way, the researcher is looking for ``meaning`` of cultural phenomena not possible relationships. 
Geertz (1974) maintains that culture is essentially a semiotic concept and its analysis should not 
be experimental in search of law but rather an interpretive one in search of meaning (verstehen). 
The interpretive analysis of culture requires an empathic approach in which the attempt is made 
to understand culture holistically and from the perspective of the participants, rather than through 
objective analysis by surveys and questionnaires. Geertz (1974) compares the methods of an 
anthropologist analyzing culture to those of a literary critic analyzing a text: "sorting out the 
structures of signification . . . and determining their social ground and import``. Weber (1949) 
stated that we cannot learn the meaning of the world from the results of its analysis, be it ever so 
perfect; we must rather create this meaning ourselves.  
 
The interpretive approach is very popular among anthropologists and ethnographers; however, 
there are few researchers who have adopted a social constructivist approach in the area of 
organizational sciences (Vaara, 2000, Gertsen and Søderberg, 1998). The main challenge for 
these researchers is to structure their studies and develop appropriate strategies to collect/analyze 
the data. Contrary to positivistic studies which rely on standardized tools and techniques such as 
questionnaires, surveys and scales, the whole process of constructivist research is unstructured 
and qualitative methods are used both for collecting and analyzing the data. This approach 
requires much effort and renders research a long and tedious enterprise. 
 
The results of interpretive studies have been described as “thick” (Geertz, 1974), in-depth, 
meaningful, historical and linguistically rich. These studies describe details and provide us with a 
comprehensive understanding of cultural phenomena. Though, due to interpretive character of 
investigation the findings remain subjective. Moreover, the results of such studies are viewed as 
highly context-bound. Once removed from their original context, the results are hardly reliable or 
replicable to other situations. The lack of generalizability weakens the value of created 
knowledge and makes them difficult to be replicated and disseminated. Generally, such 
researches have less chance to be published in management journals. 
 
The constructivist perspective can have important implications for cross-cultural management. 
Cultural differences make sense only when there are at least two different cultures to be 
compared. This means that the existence of cultural difference depends on another culture that 
perceives the first culture. These perceptions can be considered as part of culture and more 
radically as culture itself. Thus, it is argued that rather than stable and hard structures, cultures 
and cultural differences are mental constructions of actors. In fact, cross-cultural management is 
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related to the perceptions of one cultural group from another. By adopting a positivistic approach, 
the mainstream of cross-cultural management research, however, views culture and cultural 
differences rather as stable realities with inevitable implications. For example, by relying on 
Hofstede’s dimensions Kogut and Singh (1988) developed an index to measure cultural distances 
and investigate their effects on entry mode strategies.  
The fact that culture should be considered as a construction of actors underlines the importance of 
managerial issues and perceptions in dealing with cultural differences. This perspective permits 
managers to view culture and cultural differences not as hard and stable realities with determinist 
causal relations, but as soft and ongoing mental constructions which can be changed and 
managed. 
 
 
Towards a Two-level Conceptualization of Culture 
Cultural research is marked by two major opposite paradigms: positivism and constructivism. The 
proponents of every approach have insisted on the superiority of their respective epistemological 
orientation and have discredited other alternatives (Guba and Lincoln, 1985). The 
``incompatibility thesis`` insists on deep and irreconcilable differences between two paradigms by 
arguing that since the ontological foundations of positivist and constructivist paradigms are 
fundamentally incommensurable, the dialogue between two camps is impossible and 
unproductive (Smith and Heshusius, 1986; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 
In regard to cultural studies this trend has led researchers to insist on one of two extreme 
positions depending on the discipline and area of research. For example, while ethnographers and 
anthropologists have insisted on a constructivists and interpretive view of culture, the scholars in 
the area of organizational sciences have tended to adopt a positivistic approach. Table-1 presents 
a comparison between two approaches and summarizes their strengths/weaknesses in 
investigating culture. Researchers adopting a positivistic approach view culture as systems of 
beliefs and values which exist as stable and hard realities (Schein, 1985; Hofstede, 1980). They 
rely mostly on statistical regularities to build law-like generalizations which are context-free and 
replicable to explain constituent parts. Since these studies are characterized by rigor and external 
validity, most of researchers in the area of organizational science adopt such orientations. 
However, these studies have been subject to extensive criticism and they cannot provide us with a 
rich understanding of cultures.  
 
From a constructivist standpoint, culture is rather an ongoing process which should be interpreted 
by researchers. As shown in Table-1, the studies adopting a constructivist approach rely mostly 
on qualitative methods and provide us with very delicate, thick, interpretive and microscopic 
understanding of cultural phenomena. These studies are generally rich in meaning and 
incorporate historical and contextual elements to offer a holistic vision. Despite all these 
advantages, these studies are of limited generalizability and predictability. While an exhaustive 
and in-depth understanding of culture seems quite useful; organizational researchers are 
concerned rather with the practical impacts of culture on organizations. 
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Table-1: Comparison of Positivist and Constructivist Approaches in Cultural Management Research 
 Positivistic  Approach Constructivist  Approach 
Ontology and 
Epistemology 
•  There is a single reality 
•  Reality exists independent of our mind 
•  Knower and known are independent 
•  Inquiry is value-free 
•  Unity of methods (natural and social 
sciences) 
•  Empiricism (Experience is source of 
knowledge)  
•  Instrumental knowledge 
•  Generalizations are possible 
•  Causal  relations among constituent 
parts (analytical approach) 
•  Deductive logic and a priori 
hypotheses 
•  Tries to explain (erklären) 
•  Often quantitative methods 
•  There are multiple constructed 
realities 
•  Reality is dependent on 
minds/observer 
•  Inquiry is value-bound 
•  Methods of social science different 
to natural science 
•  Reason is source of knowledge 
•  Little or no generalization 
•  Hard to distinguish cause and effects 
•  Hermeneutics 
•  Dialectical relations 
•  Tries to understand (Verstehen) 
•  Often qualitative /hermeneutic 
methods 
Cultural 
Research 
•  Culture as stable, existing, hard reality 
•  Culture independent of researcher 
•  Culture can be accurately measured 
•  Hypothesis testing 
•  Stochastic causality 
•  Law-like generalizations 
•  Macroscopic 
•  Explicative 
•  Thin description 
•  Explains cultural phenomena 
•  Culture as a social construction 
•  Culture dependent on researcher 
•  Empathic  
•  Qualitative methods 
•  Particular cases 
•  Microscopic 
•  Interpretive 
•  Thick description 
•  Holistic 
•  Understands cultural phenomena 
Weakness 
 
•  Ahistorical 
•  Linguistically poor 
•  Reductionism 
•  Superficial 
•  Parsimonious 
•  Naïve 
•  Simplification 
•  Context-bound 
•  Long, Costly 
•  Unstructured 
•  Weak in generalizablity 
•  Weak in predictability 
•  Weak in publishability 
•  Not practical 
•  Subjective 
Strengths  •  Context Free 
•  Short and structured 
•  Widely employed 
•  Genralizability 
•  Popular among management 
researchers 
•  Existing paradigms 
•  Objective 
•  Economic (time and cost) 
•  External validity 
•  Replicable 
•  Rich in meaning 
•  Holistic 
•  In-depth investigation 
•  Linguistically rich 
•  Historically meaningful 
•  Comprehensive understanding 
•  Useful in changeability 
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•  Practical/predictable 
•  Publishable in scientific journals 
 
 
 
 
Choosing the research approach depends on a large extent to the way culture is conceptualized. 
Hofstede (1997) who took a positivistic position viewed culture through the “onion diagram,” 
defining the layers as symbols, heroes, and rituals, with the core as values. He grouped the first 
three layers into the category of practices, as they are observable from the outside but can only be 
conceptually interpreted from the inside. In the same vein, Schein (1985) conceptualized 
organizational culture in three existing and clear-cut layers as: artifacts (visible organizational 
structures and processes), espoused values (strategies, goals, philosophies); and basic underlying 
assumptions (unconscious, taken-for-granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings).  
Dividing culture into layers is useful in understanding its complexity. The external layer of onion 
model proposed by Schein (1985) consists of artifacts which are visible, hard and relatively 
stable. This visible layer corresponds to positivistic orientation which views cultures as real and 
stable structures. By contrast, the internal layer of onion model includes basic underlying 
assumptions such as perceptions, thoughts, and feelings which are essentially invisible and 
impossible to be measured and quantified. Therefore, this layer of culture can be related to 
constructivist perspective which emphasizes the importance of subjective interpretation in 
cultural studies. Hofstede and Schein both are known as researchers with positivistic positions 
and their definitions of culture are based rather on realist ontology, however; their 
conceptualizations of culture entail some degree of interpretation and mental construction.  
We maintain that it is possible to conceptualize culture at two levels: real and interpretive. Real 
level of culture is related to systems and structures which are visible and can be measured. By 
contrast, interpretive level is concerned with semiotic patterns and mental constructions which are 
invisible and should be deciphered. It is argued that an exhaustive understanding of cultural 
phenomena should cover both real and interpretive levels. This tow-level conceptualization 
corresponds respectively to positivist and constructivist approaches. As discussed earlier, any 
attempt to study culture by relying only on one paradigm suffers from many shortcomings and 
cannot provide a comprehensive understanding of cultural phenomena.  
 
Based on this two-level conceptualization, it is argued that organizational sciences need to take 
into account not only real and explicit manifestations of culture, but also implicit and semiotic 
ones which need to be interpreted. A practical and useful view in cultural research can imply 
some degree of rapprochement between positivist and constructivist orientations. It is suggested 
that rather than contradictory paradigms, the positivist and constructionist perspectives 
correspond to two different epistemological commitments and both of them can contribute to a 
better understanding of culture and its impacts in organizational research. At ontological level, it 
is suggested that cultures are not only real systems of beliefs and values, but are also products of 
mental constructions of actors.  At methodological level, it is suggested that richness of 
constructivist research can enhance precision of positivistic research. While constructivist 
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researches are rich in meaning, they are context-bound and poor in generalizability. On the other 
hand, positivistic researches involve precision marked by causal relations and predictability. The 
thick description of culture produced by constructivist/qualitative research can help us to define 
variables and frame hypotheses in quantitative research. In a similar way, precision and 
intelligible measures provided by positivistic/quantitative approaches can lead to clarification of 
abstract and hard-to-study cultural concepts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion  
This paper was a reflexive examination of two major paradigms underlying cross-cultural 
research. Through this paper, by relying on extant literature, we discussed particularities, 
strengths and weaknesses of studies adopting either positivism or constructivism. On one hand, 
we concluded that each approach entails shortcomings which may be fatal for research findings. 
On the other hand, we proposed a two-level conceptualization of culture which incorporated both 
real systems and mental constructions. Real systems are stable and can be measured; however, 
mental constructions should be interpreted. It was suggested that the complexity of culture makes 
its understanding too difficult by relying on only one epistemological paradigm. We pointed out 
the complementarities of two approaches and suggested that the dichotomy between positivist and 
constructivist approaches can be replaced by an integrative perspective which includes both 
standpoints in research design. We maintained that since this strategy takes into account both real 
systems and mental constructions, it can lead to a better understanding of culture in 
organizational research. 
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